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Developing Emotional Regulation Skills in Students with Disabilities
Introduction
Some students with developmental and learning disabilities have not yet developed
emotional regulation skills. Children who struggle with expressing themselves may have
difficulty forming relationships, lack confidence, and display behavioral problems, and for
children with developmental disabilities, the effects may be magnified.When children are able to
express and regulate their emotions, they can have positive relationships, develop a sense of self,
and even learn to be empathetic. In order to address this issue, I created a three- day lesson for
Kindergarten and first grade special education students at Highland Elementary School in
Seaside, California.
Needs Statement
Among young students with disabilities, many have yet to develop emotional regulation
and are limited in their ability to express their emotions. Students who struggle to regulate their
emotions have difficulty with their social and emotional development. This difficulty may cause
the children to struggle to interact with peers and their sense of self. For students with
disabilities to learn emotional regulation, they first must be able to identify various emotions,
communicate these emotions, and develop techniques to regulate their emotions (Sigman et al
1999).
The first important skill for children to develop in emotional regulation is to identify
various emotions and their differences. When identifying emotions, children are recognizing the
emotions they are experiencing. Also, by learning the difference of emotions, children will be
able to have a more clear understanding of the emotions they are feeling. Students with
disabilities may struggle with identifying emotions, therefore the focus of identifying emotions
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should be narrowed down to only primary emotions with, happiness, sadness, and anger
(Greenway 2021). Children can learn the primary emotions by facial expressions, vocal
intonation, and body language (Fridenson-Hayo et al. 2016). These nonverbal cues of emotions
will provide children who struggle with identifying emotions the tools to understand the
difference between primary emotions. Once students learn how to identify the various emotions
they may experience, they can then begin to communicate those emotions.
Some students with developmental and learning disabilities may have a delay in their
language development, which affects their ability to communicate their emotions. Many young
children with disabilities struggle to understand and demonstrate nonverbal cues, such as the
reading of facial expressions (Greenway 2021). Therefore, they are unable to verbally
communicate their emotions, and this can create difficulties when learning emotional regulation
techniques. Although it may be common for children with neurodevelopmental disorders to have
delays in their language development, not all will have trouble with speech; their challenge
depend on their intellectual and social development (Sigman et al. 1999). Nonverbal
communication techniques are common for children with disabilities and can provide them with
the tools to communicate their emotions. When children are able to communicate their emotions,
they can then incorporate techniques to help regulate their emotions as well.
Learning techniques to regulate emotions will help students with disabilities to develop
their social and emotional skills. For instance, the technique of self-distancing to practice
controlled breathing can turn unwanted emotions into more desirable ones (Lieberman & Torre
2018). This strategy will allow children to focus on their behavior caused by their current
emotional state. Another technique commonly used to regulate excessive emotions is finding an
appropriate replacement behavior for the behavior caused by their emotions (Reeves et al. 2013).
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A child who is feeling angry may engage in self-aggression or aggression towards others. An
appropriate replacement behavior can be to have the student engage in a sensory activity such as
squeezing a stress ball. The use of replacement behaviors provides children with the opportunity
to practice more desirable behaviors that encourage peer engagement (Reeves et al. 2013). The
ability to interact with their peers supports the development of their social and emotional skills.
Since children with developmental and learning disabilities are still developing their
ability to read facial expressions, engage in appropriate behaviors, and communicate, they have
not developed the skill to regulate their emotions. Therefore, I have created a three-day lesson
for Kindergarten and first grade special education students at Highland Elementary School in
Seaside, California to promote techniques for emotional regulation.
Development
Within the social emotional developmental domain, there are key milestones children
should reach as they grow older. During the ages 6 to7 years old, children should begin to show
independence, demonstrate self-regulation, and engage in more socialization with peers at school
(Cohen 2005). By reaching these milestones during this age range, children will experience an
increase in relationships, display cooperative as well as demanding behaviors, and express their
interests (Cohen 2005). Although these developmental milestones are anticipated, there are many
instances in which children will be delayed in meeting these milestones within the corresponding
age range. Children with learning and development disabilities may not reach these milestones
during the anticipated age ranges. During the ages of 6-7 years, students with learning and
development disabilities may not yet have developed self-regulation, the ability to express their
interests, and do not often engage in socialization with peers (Eisenberg & Spinrad, 2004). Since
children with neurological developmental disabilities struggle to read facial expressions and are
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nonverbal, they often need more time to develop these social and emotional skills. In order to
assist children with disabilities develop their social skills, one should model desired behaviors
and provide reinforcement when the child does the desired behavior (Scattone 2007) . So,
children with learning and developmental disabilities may not understand various emotions, how
to communicate these feelings, and how to self-regulate. Therefore, I have created a lesson to
help Kindergarten and first grade children with disabilities from Highland Elementary School in
Monterey, California.
Consideration Diversity
The participants of this project are students in a Kindergarten/ First grade special
education class at Highland Elementary School. I decided to use this group of children as
participants because I work in their class as an instructional aide and interact with them daily.
According to the School Accountability Report Card (SARC 2021), Highland Elementary School
is 84% Hispanic or Latino, 5.9% Black or African American, 2.8% Filipino, 2.4% White, 1.7
Asian, and 0.7% are two or more races. The total enrollment is 288 students and out of those
students only 12.5% are students with disabilities (SARC 2021). The six participants in this
project each have either a learning disability or a developmental disability; therefore this group
does not reflect the composition of the school. In terms of race and ethnicity, they are likely to
reflect the composition of the school. This project is created for younger students with learning
and developmental disabilities who are nonverbal and will likely not be engaging to students in
the same age group without disabilities or in older age groups. Since students in the same age
group may have developed some of the skills it takes to regulate their emotions and are able to
verbalize their feelings, they may not need icons to help communicate their needs and the same
applies for students who are older than the participants. Students in the same age range, as well
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as older students without disabilities, will benefit from a curriculum that is more hands-on and
engaging such as classroom discussions and worksheets, rather than using icons designed in this
curriculum.
Learning Outcomes
I will be providing a three- day lesson for a Kindergarten and first grade special education class
at Highland Elementary School in Seaside, California.
By the end of the project, participants will:
1.

Identify three emotions by looking at facial expressions.

2.

Communicate three emotions by using an icon sheet.

3.

Demonstrate one technique to regulate their emotions.
Method

Day 1:
First, I checked the daily schedule and explained to the students I am going to do a new
activity about emotions with them. Then, I explained to the students that I will be showing them
a video about our emotions and what we do when we feel the emotion
(https://youtu.be/y28GH2GoIyc) . After the video, I showed the students emotion icons (see
Appendix A) and explained the facial features that match the emotion. Next, I asked each of the
students to identify each emotion by saying “touch happy” and students will touch the correct
emotion icon. This lesson took about 15 minutes to complete and in the end, I reiterated the three
different emotions and the facial expression that goes with it.
Day 2:
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On day two, I began with showing the students the same video from day one. When the
video ended, I reminded the students of which facial expression matches with the three emotions.
After demonstrating emotions and their facial expressions, I asked the students “how are you
feeling today” and the students responded by placing the emotion icons on the sentence frame
(see Appendix B). After each student had a turn to communicate how they feel, I ended the
lesson by reiterating the three different emotions and their facial expressions. This lesson for day
two was completed in 20 minutes.
Day 3:
First, I began the lesson by showing the students the same video from day one and day
two. Next, I showed the emotions icons and explained once again the three different emotions
and what the facial expression looks like for those emotions. Then, I explained to the class which
regulation technique best matches each of the three emotions, while displaying icon cards (see
Appendix C). After demonstrating the various regulation techniques, I asked the students
individually to match the emotion icon with the correct technique icon and to choose one
technique to demonstrate. Once each student had a turn to match the icons and demonstrate one
technique, I ended the lesson by reiterating the three different emotions, explaining their facial
expressions, and demonstrating a technique for each emotion. The lesson, including the student
demonstrations, was completed in 20 minutes.
Results
Learning outcome 1 was participants would identify three emotions by looking at facial
expressions (happy, sad, & mad). This learning outcome was partially met because only two
students out of the five were able to correctly identify all three emotions. If the student was
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unable to identify the correct emotion the first time, they received two more attempts, so they
had three attempts to identify each emotion. In total, all five students were able to identify happy
but struggled to differentiate sad and mad (See Table 1).
Learning outcome 2 was that participants would communicate three emotions by using an
icon sheet. Similar to the first learning outcome, there were only two students able to
communicate each emotion. For this learning outcome, the students were allowed three attempts
to communicate each emotion. The majority of the students were able to independently grasp the
icon card and place it on the sentence frame, except for one student who needed hand over hand
assistance. To record this data, I created a table with participant initials and a yes or no option for
each emotion (See Table 2). I would say this learning outcome was partially met.
Learning outcome 3 was that participants demonstrate one technique to regulate their
emotions. The participants were allowed to choose which technique they wanted to demonstrate.
There were three of five participants that chose to clap their hands because they were happy,
while the other two wanted to give themselves a hug because they were sad. This outcome was
met.
Discussion
In my opinion, this project was successful. The participants enjoyed listening to a new
song about emotions as well as looking at the various facial expressions. They were also engaged
in the regulation technique demonstrations, and, although they were asked to only choose one
technique to demonstrate, they wanted to participate in more demonstrations. I believe by
introducing the students to various emotional regulation techniques, they can continue to look at
the icons to help them visualize and remember these techniques. Since the participants are still
working to develop the ability to express themselves, using the icons to communicate their
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feelings had the biggest impact. Also, the catchy song about feelings allowed the participants to
be engaged in a topic they usually may be disinterested in.
In this project, I believe that I was able to include everyone. Although the participants
range in their abilities, the curriculum was designed specifically for this range of abilities. In the
future, I would like to do something similar but more interactive, such as a worksheet where
participants can color. As there are some participants who are able to use their fine motor skills
more than I originally thought, this would have kept them engaged for a little longer. Overall, I
believe the participants were able to practice expressing their feelings as well as demonstrating
techniques and can use these in the future when regulating their emotions.

DEVELOPING EMOTIONAL REGULATION SKILLS

10

References
Eisenberg, N., & Spinrad, T. L. (2004). Emotion-Related Regulation: Sharpening the Definition.
Child Development, 75(2), 334–339. http://www.jstor.org/stable/3696639
Fridenson-Hayo, S., Berggren, S., Lassalle, A., Tal, S., Pigat, D., Bölte, S., Baron-Cohen, S., &
Golan, O. (2016). Basic and complex emotion recognition in children with autism:
cross-cultural findings. Molecular Autism, 7(1).
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13229-016-0113-9
Greenaway, K. H., Kalokerinos, E. K., Hinton, S., & Hawkins, G. E. (2021). Emotion experience
and expression goals shape emotion regulation strategy choice. Emotion, 21(7),
1452–1469. https://doi.org/10.1037/emo0001012
Reeves, L. M., Umbreit, J., Ferro, J. B., & Liaupsin, C. J. (2013). Function-Based Intervention to
Support the Inclusion of Students with Autism. Education and Training in Autism and
Developmental Disabilities, 48(3), 379–391. http://www.jstor.org/stable/23880994
Scattone, D. (2007). Social skills interventions for children with autism. Psychology in the
Schools, 44(7), 717–726. https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.20260
Sigman, M., Ruskin, E., Arbelle, S., Corona, R., Dissanayake, C., Espinosa, M., Kim, N., López,
A., Zierhut, C., Mervis, C. B., & Robinson, B. F. (1999). Continuity and Change in the
Social Competence of Children with Autism, Down Syndrome, and Developmental
Delays. Monographs of the Society for Research in Child Development, 64(1), i–139.
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3181510

DEVELOPING EMOTIONAL REGULATION SKILLS
Torre, J. B., & Lieberman, M. D. (2018). Putting Feelings Into Words: Affect Labeling as
Implicit Emotion Regulation. Emotion Review, 10(2), 116–124.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1754073917742706

11

DEVELOPING EMOTIONAL REGULATION SKILLS

12

Table 1
Results of participants using icons to identify emotions
Happy

Sad

Mad

J.H

Y/N

Y/N

Y/N

A.G

Y/N

Y/N

Y/N

E.A

Y/N

Y/N

Y/N

S.K

Y/N

Y/N

Y/N

M.B

Y/N

Y/N

Y/N
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Table 2
Results of participants using sentence frame to communicate their emotions
Happy

Sad

Mad

J.H

Y/N

Y/N

Y/N

A.G

Y/N

Y/N

Y/N

E.A

Y/N

Y/N

Y/N

S.K

Y/N

Y/N

Y/N

Y/N

Y/N

Y/N

(physical
prompt)

M.B
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Table 3
List of emotions and their regulation technique participants chose to demonstrate
Emotion/technique
J.H

Sad/give yourself a
hug

A.G

Happy/ clap your
hands

E.A

Happy/clap your
hands

S.K

Happy/clap your
hands

M.B

Sad/give yourself a
hug
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Appendix A
Emotion icons that will be used for Day 1
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Appendix B
Icon sheet with sentence frame
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Appendix C
Emotion regulation technique icons that will be used for Day 3
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